Zelter to Goethe 
Berlin, 12th November, 1808. 


When the Emperor Napoleon appeared with his army at the gates of 
this residence, the local magistrate went to meet him, as I believe is 
the custom, and received his farewell at this audience, in which the 
Emperor declared: he only wanted to deal with citizens of the city, 
but not with authorities of the previous government, if they were 
not citizens. At the end, the old magistrate had to summon 2000 
citizens to a church. These 2000 had to elect 60, from which the 
purchasers of the shops were to be taken. The 60 had to dispose of 
themselves in the sacristy, the 1940 were dismissed. It was now 
presented to the 60 that they had to elect among themselves seven 
citizens who were to form a comité administratif and represent the 
supreme civic authority of the city. These seven citizens, consisting 
of four merchants, one manufacturer and two craftsmen, now 
included me. This committee of seven was now summoned to the 
town hall to elect its president; this election also fell on me, which I 
immediately rejected and proposed the bookseller Delagarde, because 
I am not completely fluent in French. The committee was now 
sworn in at the palace together with the previous minister and all the 
royal dicasteries. The oath consisted of the obligation to provide the 
French army with proper supplies and not to enter into any 
correspondence with the enemies of the French monarchy. 


The business of the comité now consists in collecting and delivering 
from the inhabitants of the town all that is demanded by the French 
governorate for the part of the army occupying Mittelmark. 


Thus, my dear friend, I have given you the general outline of what 
you want to know. What you need to know: that I am without 
knowledge of finance and other matters affecting the management of 
public affairs, I can pass over. If life had lasted a few weeks or 


months, the honourable support of more than a hundred thousand 
inhabitants of an important residence would at best have been 
encouraging, especially to me, who have not really adhered to the 
citizenship, inasmuch as I derived my income from it, whereas years 
of pressure on one point have brought hatred, mistrust and every 
curse on those who are closest to the top and are finally equally 
responsible to the former, the present and the future supreme 
authority. The first eight months (up to the Peace of Tilsit) could 
have been forgotten; since this peace our city has felt the war. - By 
the way, do not be afraid for your friend: he hopes, if not soon and 
with thanks, to come out of the matter clean, and his greatest peace 
of mind consists in the fact that your trust and your love must remain 
with him. 


Eberwein left here on 16 October, and I also received a letter from 
him on the 7th. He must stay very much together if he is to succeed. 
The technical side of an art must actually be properly learnt at an 
early age. Once the spirit is stirred from within, the concern for 
external representation must be eliminated, and anyone who knows 
the beautiful craft will confess that it helps to write poetry, as it were, 
because it nourishes the desire and frees the instinct. 


What you say in your letter about the specification of form and 
character is perhaps more true of music (at least it is much more 
difficult to achieve in it) than of the reproductive arts. I could name 
a musical counterpart to each of the poetic spirits you mention to 
confirm your judgement: one sees with amazement and horror will- 
o'-the-wisps and streaks of blood on the horizon of Parnassus. 
Talents of the greatest significance, such as Cherubini, Beethoven 
and others, steal the club of Hercules to swat flies; at first one must 
be astonished and then immediately shrug one's shoulders at the 
expenditure of talent to make trifles important and high means 


vulgar. Yes, I would despair if it should occur to me that the new 
music must be abandoned if music is to become an art. 

No art can exert a beneficent influence if it wanders about in 
infinite space as impudently and formlessly as modern music, which 
exposes its most secret, its highest charms, separated from the whole, 
to the general rabble for public display, like an anatomical cabinet or 
a collection of anecdotes about the secrets of love, in order to satiate 
the common curiosity. One may argue what one will against the 
musical artists of the earlier centuries (for who does not have 
something to learn?) - they never threw art away, never divulged the 
inner sanctum; whoever gets to know them therefore learns to 
honour them. This much is certain: had they continued to build on 
their foundation, we could have an art and would be quite different 
people than we have to consider ourselves. 


I hope my consignment of genuine Teltow turnips has reached you 
before the frost; take as much comfort from it as you can, and think 
that I could not have sent you anything better from here before the 
invasion. If we had had and preserved more genuine things like this, 
we could not have been deprived of so much, at least we would not 
be so poor now. 


One of my friends, who is also trying to be worthy of you, has been 
collecting manuscripts by important writers for many years and has 
asked me to acquire something from your hand. I won't let anything 
out of my hands, but would you have a poem by your hand or 
something else among your papers that I would like to send him, and 
would you give it to me for him? I should think I could find 
something like that. 


Send young Eberwein as soon as you like. He shall learn nothing 
from me but the best I know. 


